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What is revealed in the COVID-19 pandemic about Hawai‘i’s economy? It is well 
known that tourism is Hawai‘i’s largest private sector industry, so its sharp decline 
during the global pandemic comes as no surprise. What I take away from Hawai‘i’s 
experience over the epidemic’s first few months (March through July 2020) is that 
no economy can function well unless its resident population is healthy. For this to 
happen as Hawai‘i’s visitor economy reopens means that strong measures must be 
taken to control community transmission. Here I lay out how this might happen, 
supported by Hawai‘i’s island borders 
Governor Ige’s proclamation in March 2020 of a mandatory 14-day quaran­
tine of all incoming passengers was the key policy for restoring the health of 
Hawai‘i’s resident population, as it stopped the inflow of tourists and returning res­
idents from the US continent who were potentially infected with COVID-19. 
Hawai‘i’s geographic isolation allowed this policy to be effectively implemented, as 
monitoring of arrivals at the state’s airports allowed borders to be more effectively 
sealed relative to other states. But the 14-day quarantine also had the radical effect 
of reducing tourism arrivals by 99 percent. With tourist spending accounting for 
roughly 25 percent of Hawai‘i’s output, or about $2 billion per month, the state slid 
into depression during spring 2020, with unemployment exceeding 22 percent of 
the workforce. The state and county stay-at-home orders and closure of 
non-essential businesses and schools during March, April, and May also depressed 
resident spending, yet were instrumental in restoring the health and safety of the 
resident population. In the short run, the health of Hawai‘i’s resident population 
was restored by closing down much of the internal economy and virtually all of the 
visitor economy. As the number of interactions between Hawai‘i residents drasti­
cally fell, the opportunities for viral transmission plunged, and diagnosed cases 
plummeted. 
Once community transmission became very low (zero to six cases per day 
from mid-May to early June), stay-at-home orders were eased and non-essential 
businesses were allowed to gradually reopen. Though Hawai‘i residents should 
have responded to more personal interactions by becoming more vigilant in their 
precautions against becoming infected, such as wearing masks in public places and 
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maintaining physical distancing, unfortunately, many instead relaxed adherence to 
these requirements. In Hawai‘i and across the United States, public messaging cam­
paigns about the need to maintain safe practices were few, and generally ineffective 
in reaching younger people, who perceived themselves as relatively safe from seri­
ous illness after infection. As a result of this, the number of cases surged, with the 
7-day moving average of cases in Hawai‘i ranging from 20 to 31 between July 1 and 
15. 
Along with the obvious health concerns, the surge in Hawai‘i cases is incredibly 
problematic for Hawai‘i’s economy and all that it means for the livelihoods of its 
people. Limiting the number of people without adequate food or facing eviction 
depends on reopening Hawai‘i to visitors and their spending. Tourism, however, 
can only resume safely and robustly if potential tourists perceive Hawai‘i to be a 
safe place to visit, and Hawai‘i residents can be assured tourists are relatively free of 
COVID-19. To signal that Hawai‘i is a safe place to visit depends entirely on the 
level of COVID-19 infection in Hawai‘i. Low levels can be achieved whenever 
Hawai‘i residents decide they must wear high-quality masks in public places, physi­
cally distance, and wash hands. But what will it take to convince more residents to 
behave well? Most likely, reinforcement by businesses, customers, and employees 
of safe practices, and public relations campaigns that positively nudge resident 
behavior in the right direction. Overall, there needs to be much better communica­
tion from state authorities about safe practices and their impact. 
How can Hawai‘i residents be assured that tourists are relatively free of 
COVID-19? A good first step involves the screening measures announced in Gov­
ernor Ige’s plan to reopen Hawai‘i’s tourism economy. These measures are similar to 
proposals by Tim Brown, DeWolfe Miller, and Sumner La Croix, and consist of 
pre-departure and arrival screening of visitors for COVID-19, including tempera­
ture screening, symptoms and travel questions, and a negative result for a RT-PCR 
test taken within 72 hours of flight departure. Any person arriving in Hawai‘i with­
out required clearance documentation would be quarantined for 14 days.  
For the governor’s plan to work, Hawai‘i state and county governments need 
to strengthen quarantine enforcement beyond June 2020 levels. Otherwise, large 
numbers of passengers will avoid taking a COVID-19 test prior to departure and 
then attempt to break quarantine (Halliday). Pre-departure testing and health 
screenings for those flying to the islands are critical, as they also lead to safer air­
ports and flights. Passengers who receive a positive test in their home city can 
recover at home, consult with their physician, and better utilize their health 
insurance. 
Is Governor Ige’s testing plan likely to work? Brown, La Croix, and Miller 
found that screening for high temperatures and COVID-19 symptoms in the 
departure city would remove about one-third of infectious passengers from flights 
to Hawai‘i. Adding a second screen—testing air passengers for COVID-19 infec­
tion with an RT-PCR test in their departure city—would remove 80–90 percent of 
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infectious passengers from flights to Hawai‘i. This means that 10 to 20 percent of 
airline passengers with COVID-19 would escape detection, vacation in Hawai‘i, 
and potentially transmit COVID-19 to other tourists and Hawai‘i residents. Brown, 
La Croix, and Miller estimate that if tourism rebounds to half of its daily pre­
COVID-19 levels, then roughly 375 visitors with COVID-19 infections will come 
to Hawai‘i each month. These numbers could be much higher if states that send 
millions of tourists to Hawai‘i—California, Arizona, and Texas—fail to take strong 
action to control their spiraling levels of COVID-19 infection. Actions taken by 
other US states to control their epidemic are important for Hawai‘i, as a healthier 
visitor population reinforces the health of Hawai‘i residents. 
Can we handle 375+ additional cases per month? It depends on two factors. 
First, Hawai‘i authorities must have the capacity to rapidly identify infections and 
respond immediately through testing and surveillance. A sound surveillance sys­
tem that monitors high-risk settings in the tourism industry is important for antici­
pating and stemming transmission. Relevant populations for surveillance include 
workers with frequent contact with visitors, such as restaurant servers, front desk 
staff, housekeepers, and any other high-contact occupations. Any of these workers 
who develop potentially COVID-19 related symptoms should be offered testing, 
followed by aggressive contact tracing and workplace testing. Surveillance must be 
accompanied by rapid testing of possible cases and identification of close contacts. 
Contact tracing by Hawai‘i State Department of Health (DOH) enables close con­
tacts to be quickly identified, tested, and isolated. Sufficient capacity must be in 
place to monitor symptoms and compliance with isolation orders. DOH also must 
have the capacity to analyze cluster data and regularly communicate information 
about the cluster of cases to the public. 
Does the DOH have this capacity? In August we learned that the very limited 
information released by DOH about cases, contact clusters, tracing times, and iso­
lation of close contacts was due to the chaos and incompetence in DOH 
administration of these programs. Despite a need for several hundred more contact 
tracers, DOH failed to hire recent graduates of UH contact tracing programs. DOH 
could benefit from a rapid external review of DOH to ensure best practices are in 
place and short-run resource needs are met. When New Zealand found its contact 
tracing slow and ineffective, an external review identified ways to streamline it, and 
these recommendations were quickly implemented.  
Second, tourists visiting Hawai‘i need to be given clear guidance on measures 
they can take to reduce COVID-19 transmission. They should become aware that 
wearing a mask in a business or public space is required, that physical distancing 
and masking are expected at tourist attractions. The counties should put signage in 
public places indicating that mask-wearing is absolutely required. Educational vid­
eos should be shown on the plane and at Hawai‘i’s airports. It is important for tour­
ists to understand why they need to wear masks, to understand how this protects 
tourism industry workers, other tourists they encounter, and Hawai‘i’s vulnerable 
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populations. Tourists need to know that they can have a great vacation while wear­
ing a mask in public.  
If residents, tourists, and Hawai‘i governments all take basic measures to pre­
vent community transmission, there is a good chance that Hawai‘i will emerge as a 
more attractive vacation destination this fall and winter. Many tourists value safe, 
smart destinations, and will pay a premium to visit those destinations. If Hawai‘i 
builds a “new” reputation as a safe, smart destination, then the tourists will come, 
and we could experience a strong and safe revival of Hawai‘i’s economy. 
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